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Religion, Human Capital Investments and the Family 
in the United States
*
 
This paper critically reviews what is known, based on analyses of micro-level U.S. data, 
about the role of religion in various interrelated decisions that people make over the life cycle, 
including investments in secular human capital, cohabitation, marriage, divorce, family size 
and employment. It also identifies gaps in our knowledge, and suggests agenda items for 
future research in the field. These include use of statistical models that allow for non-
linearities in the effects associated with religious participation; consideration of contextual 
effects; and analyses that address anomalies found in earlier work regarding patterns of non-
marital sex and divorce among conservative Protestants. Further work is also needed to 
increase our understanding of the role that religious factors are playing as various 
dimensions of the second demographic transition, along with elements of "American 
exceptionalism," continue to unfold in the U.S. 
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Religion, Human Capital Investments and the Family in the United States 
 
  In this chapter I critically review what is known about the role of religion in human capital 
investments and the family in the United States, based on analyses of micro-level data. I also identify 
gaps in our knowledge, and suggest an agenda for future research in the field. 
  The economic perspective views an individual's religious affiliation as affecting economic and 
demographic behavior because the norms and teachings of various faiths influence the perceived 
benefits and costs of numerous decisions that people make over the life cycle, including choices 
regarding the pursuit of investments in secular human capital, cohabitation, marriage, divorce, family 
size, and employment. These decisions are closely interrelated, so when religious teachings directly 
influence any one of them, all others are indirectly affected (Lehrer 2004a). 
  Consistent with existing structures of perceived benefits and costs, several religious groups in 
the U.S. exhibit patterns of economic and demographic behavior that differ significantly from those of 
mainline Protestants. Conservative Protestants stand out for their tendency to avoid cohabitation and 
enter marriage and childbearing at a young age (Lehrer 2004b; Glass and Jacobs 2005; Uecker and 
Stokes 2008; Fitzgerald and Glass 2008); their low level of education (Darnell and Sherkat 1997; 
Sherkat and Darnell 1999; Lehrer 1999; 2004c; Glass and Jacobs 2005); greater asymmetry in the 
intra-household division of labor (Ellison and Bartkowski 2002); low levels of employment when young 
children are present in the household (Lehrer 1995; Sherkat 2000; Glass and Nath 2006); relatively 
high fertility (Lehrer 1996; Hout, Greeley and Wilde 2001); and low levels of female wages (Lehrer 
2005) and of family wealth (Keister 2003, 2005, 2009a, 2009b).  At the same time, non-Orthodox Jews 
tend to display opposite patterns, including delayed entry to marriage (Lehrer 2004b), low fertility 
(Mosher and Hendershot 1984); high educational attainment (Chiswick 1988; Lehrer 1999); high level 
of female employment except when young children are present in the household (Chiswick 1986;   2
Hartman and Hartman 1996); high wages (Chiswick 1988; Lehrer 2005) and high levels of wealth 
(Keister 2003, 2005, 2009a). Research on Mormons shows a pattern of unusually high fertility (Heaton 
1986; Lehrer 1996); high marital stability among homogamous unions (Lehrer and Chiswick 1993); a 
low level of female employment (Heaton and Cornwall 1998) and low female wages (Lehrer 2005). As 
to Catholics, the major drop in religious commitment that followed Vatican II (Finke and Stark 2006) led 
to a convergence to the mainline Protestant pattern in virtually all areas of economic and demographic 
behavior (Westoff and Jones 1979; Lehrer 1995, 1999).    
  The "no religion" group has been found to be associated with lower levels of educational 
attainment (Keysar and Kosmin 1995; Glass and Jacobs 2005; Lehrer 2005) and higher levels of 
marital instability (Lehrer and Chiswick 1993). But this category is heterogeneous-- including atheists, 
agnostics, and people who report no affiliation for other reasons, such as being raised in an inter-faith 
home-- and findings for other economic and demographic outcomes are mixed. A growing number of 
Americans are self identifying as unaffiliated (Kosmin and Keysar 2006), and disaggregating the 
various components of this category is becoming increasingly important. 
  For behaviors that pertain to married-couple households, religious affiliation also matters 
because it is a complementary trait within marriage, for which positive assortative mating is optimal 
(Becker 1973). There is less efficiency and more conflict in households where the partners do not 
share the same affiliation, and consistent with this, religious heterogamy is associated with a higher 
rate of marital instability, especially if one of the partners is affiliated with a faith near the exclusivist 
end of the ecumenical-exclusivist continuum (Becker et al. 1977; Lehrer and Chiswick 1993; see also 
Vaaler et al. 2009). In addition, consistent with their higher expected rate of divorce, there is some 
evidence that inter-faith couples restrict their fertility (Becker et al. 1977; Lehrer 1996) and have 
elevated levels of female employment (Lehrer 1995).     3
  Beyond affiliation, another important dimension of religion is participation in religious services 
within a congregation; through such participation people increase their stock of religious human capital 
(Iannacconne 1990). Some participation has been associated in the literature with a wide range of 
beneficial effects, including less substance use and delinquency among youth (Donahue and Benson 
1995); improved parent-child relations (Pearce and Axinn 1998); and better educational outcomes 
(Regnerus 2000; Muller and Ellison 2001; Lehrer 2005). In addition, marital stability has been found to 
be higher among homogamous couples in which both spouses attend religious services regularly 
(Vaaler et al. 2009). These positive outcomes reflect in part a social capital effect (religion integrates 
people into supportive networks); a regulative effect (most religious traditions encourage constructive, 
healthy behaviors); and the psychological benefits of involvement in religious activities (Waite and 
Lehrer 2003; see also Smith 2003 and Vaaler et al. 2009). 
  A higher level of religious participation can also affect economic and demographic behavior by 
accentuating the effects of affiliation: religious teachings should be more salient in decision making 
among individuals who have a high level of involvement in their faith. Since religions differ in their 
teachings, this second channel of influence implies that we should not expect universal relationships, 
with a higher level of religious participation having consistent effects across affiliations. For example, 
elements of conservative Protestantism discourage investments in secular schooling, and this 
tendency should be more visible among those with a stronger commitment to their religion; at the 
highest levels of religious participation this influence could cancel or dominate the generally positive 
effects of some religious involvement noted above.1 
  Additional discussion of these effects of religious affiliation and participation on economic and 
demographic behavior-- with the empirical analyses based mostly on data on non-Hispanic whites in 
the United States-- is available elsewhere (Lehrer 2009). The remainder of this chapter focuses on 
recent developments and emerging new directions in the field.   4
Statistical Methods   
  Some studies in the literature-- including all of my own work-- have examined how the religious 
affiliation in which an individual was raised and the level of religious participation in early adolescence 
are associated with subsequent economic and demographic behaviors and outcomes. This focus on 
childhood measures of affiliation and participation, coupled with rich background controls, helps 
alleviate problems of endogeneity. However, many studies--e.g., most of the existing work on the 
religion-fertility connection-- conduct single-equation analyses using contemporaneous measures of 
religion. The results from this body of research are difficult to interpret, since religious affiliation in 
adulthood is a choice variable, especially in the vibrant U.S. religious marketplace where it is not 
unusual for people to switch affiliations as they search for a better match in the spiritual, 
socioeconomic, and/ or demographic arenas (Sander 1992; Sherkat and Wilson 1995; Roof 1999). 
Religious switching is especially common in connection with migration, marriage, and divorce (Stark 
and Finke 2000). The extent of current religious participation is also endogenous to contemporaneous 
economic and demographic behaviors. For example, entry into cohabitation has been linked to 
diminished religious participation, in part because cohabitors who attend religious services may 
experience cognitive dissonance or encounter opposition in their congregations (Uecker et al. 2007); 
and the presence of school-aged children has been linked to increased participation, as parents seek 
to transmit their religious beliefs to the next generation (Stolzenberg et al. 1995). Furthermore, a host 
of unobserved variables that affect choices regarding religion can simultaneously influence economic, 
demographic and health behaviors. 
  Increasingly, the implications of the bidirectional nature of these relationships and problems of 
selectivity are being recognized in the literature. The nature of the resulting biases, however, is often 
misunderstood. For example, it has been argued that estimates of the beneficial effects of some 
religious participation on educational outcomes are upwardly biased, because of the correlation   5
between churchgoing and constructive, unobserved behaviors (Freeman 1986). However, to the extent 
that involvement in religious activities is recognized as a valuable coping mechanism and is 
disproportionately embraced in families that are vulnerable- e.g., due to unobserved health problems 
or economic hardship-- the estimates would understate the true beneficial impact of religious 
participation. Similarly, contrary to conventional wisdom, it is unclear a priori whether current estimates 
overstate or understate the generally beneficial effects of religious participation on health outcomes. 
  A new generation of studies has proposed novel approaches to estimating the causal effects 
of religious participation. Gruber (2005) finds that individuals who live in areas with a high density of 
their religion, as proxied by the ancestral mix of area residents, have higher levels of religious 
participation, leading to more favorable outcomes in several dimensions, including education, income, 
and marital status. Gruber and Hungerman (2008) show how the repeal of "blue laws" in several states 
led to increased attendance to religious services, and in turn, to an increase in drinking and drug use 
among individuals who initially attended religious services and were affected by such laws. Along 
similar lines, ongoing research relies on changes in these laws to shed new light on the religious 
participation - happiness connection (Cohen-Zada and Sander 2009). Also noteworthy is work in 
progress that uses longitudinal data on siblings who differ in their levels of religious participation during 
adolescence to estimate the causal impact of such participation on subsequent educational outcomes 
(Hakim Orman, North and Gwin 2009). 
 
Specification of Religious Participation Variable 
    Studies that link religious participation to beneficial outcomes, including my own earlier work, 
have generally been based on models that specify the participation variable as continuous or as a 
simple dummy for high versus low participation. This is a serious limitation, as suggested by recent 
work that has moved to specifications that permit identification of potential non-linearities. Based on a   6
sample of Jews, Chiswick and Huang (2008) find that individuals who attend religious services weekly 
have higher earnings than their counterparts who attend less frequently, but those who attend more 
than weekly have lower earnings than those who attend weekly. The authors suggest that these 
results may in part reflect a crowding-out effect, as more time devoted to religious participation begins 
to imply less time available for secular endeavors. 
  Using data from Chile, another study finds non-linearities in the religious participation - 
intimate partner violence relationship (Lehrer et al. 2009): some religious involvement is associated 
with a protective effect for victimization-- reflecting the generally healthier lifestyles associated with 
such involvement--but a high level is not. This result is consistent with ethnographic research in the 
U.S. which shows that religion is generally a constructive force that decreases the risk of both 
perpetration of intimate partner violence and victimization. But at the same time, damaging effects can 
be seen at the very high levels of religious participation and commitment often associated with 
conservative theological beliefs, e.g., encouraging traditional gender roles, condemning divorce. In all 
religious traditions, including Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, such beliefs can be taken to an 
unhealthy extreme, and misinterpreted to condone men's violent behaviors and to encourage women 
to remain in abusive relationships (Nason-Clark 2004; Levitt and Ware 2006). 
  Similar non-linearities are likely to be present in relationships of religious participation with 
other outcomes, such as education and mental health, and if so the findings reviewed earlier, linking 
such participation to beneficial influences, may well have been driven by cases of moderate religious 
participation. Thus the question that has guided the research agenda to date-- "Is religion good for 
you?" (Gruber 2005) -- would best be re-stated to recognize the nuanced nature of religious 
participation effects, which can range from beneficial to adverse, and future studies should use 
specifications that allow for non-linear effects. In addition, more attention needs to be paid in this 
strand of the literature to the distinction between normative and positive statements. In many cases,   7
what is or is not beneficial is unambiguous: incidents of intimate partner violence or substance use 
averted are clearly desirable, as is graduating from high school. There is less clarity in other domains 
that are affected by religion. For example, a tradeoff is involved when the practice of a faith leads 
adherents to allocate more time to family and less to labor market activities, resulting in lower levels of 
wealth accumulation. 
  
Specification of Religious Affiliation Variables, and Other Dimensions of Religion  
  Progress has also been made in the literature in the specification of the religious affiliation 
variables, especially with regard to an improved classification scheme for Protestant denominations 
(Steensland et al. 2000), as well as better understanding of heterogeneity within conservative 
Protestantism and the implications of different ways to identify conservative Protestants (Woodberry 
and Smith 1998; Hackett and Lindsay 2008). In addition, several studies have demonstrated the 
usefulness of considering a richer array of religious variables beyond affiliation and participation, 
including theological beliefs (e.g., in Bible inerrancy, miracles) and the salience of religion and private 
religiosity (Idler et al. 2003; Glass and Nath 2006; Vaaler et al. 2009; Sherkat 2009). A common 
problem in the literature is that measures of both religious affiliation and participation are entered into 
regressions, without attention paid to the high correlation between these variables. Even more caution 
in this regard will be needed as additional measures of religion-- all highly correlated-- begin to be 
incorporated to the analyses. 
  
Contextual Effects 
  At a time when studies based on national U.S. data were reporting an end to Catholic fertility, 
Williams and Zimmer (1990) found a pattern of continued high Catholic fertility in Rhode Island: religion 
mattered more in this state because of the majority status of Catholics. Along similar lines, Stark   8
(1996) finds that the relationship between teen's religious participation and decreased delinquency is 
only visible in states where levels of religious participation are relatively high and religion is important 
in people's everyday interactions. In light of major variations in the religious landscape across regions 
of the U.S. coupled with compelling theoretical reasons to expect contextual effects, wherever possible 
future work should use models that allow the influence of religion at the individual level to vary with the 
religious environment. International variations in the religious map are even more pronounced, and so 
we should not be surprised to find that relationships that have been established in the U.S. do not 
transfer to other countries. For example, while a large body of U.S. research shows that conservative 
Protestantism is associated with low socioeconomic status, work in progress finds that the expansion 
of Pentecostalism in Brazil has been associated with an increase in male income (Potter et al. 2009).  
    
Two Anomalies: Patterns of Non-Marital Sex and Divorce and Among Conservative Protestants  
  The distinctive economic and demographic behaviors of various religious groups in the U.S. 
are generally in line with religious teachings and the structure of costs and benefits of various 
decisions that they imply, but two anomalies have been noted recently with regard to conservative 
Protestants. Regnerus (2007) finds that other factors held constant, conservative Protestant 
adolescents display above average sexual activity patterns, often without use of contraception. He 
explains this puzzle as resulting from a clash of cultures: conservative Protestant youths "are urged to 
drink deeply from the waters of American individualism and its self-focused pleasure ethic, yet they are 
asked to value time-honored religious traditions like family and chastity.... a combination that breeds 
instability and the persistent suffering of consequences like elevated teen pregnancy rates" (p. 206). 
An alternative interpretation is that these patterns are another instance of religiosity taken to an 
extreme, with adverse consequences.2 Other work finds that although adolescents who take a pledge 
of abstinence enter sexual activity later, most eventually do engage in non-marital sex and when they   9
do, they have a lower rate of condom use at first sexual intercourse (Bruckner and Bearman 2005). 
The effects of conservative Protestant affiliation and high salience of religion on a key related 
outcome-- out-of-wedlock childbearing -- depend also on how religion influences decisions on how to 
resolve unwanted teen pregnancies. Each of these under-researched linkages deserves more 
attention in future work. 
  With regard to marital instability, it is not surprising that the "Bible belt" states have high 
divorce rates (Lesthaege and Neidert 2006), because conservative Protestants have relatively low 
levels of schooling and early entry into marriage, both of which are associated with unstable unions 
(Lehrer 2003). What is unexpected, given the strong pro-family messages of conservative 
Protestantism, is that even when these and other factors are held constant, this group does not have 
unions that are particularly stable (Lehrer and Chiswick 1993).  Cherlin (2009) suggests an explanation 
in terms of the adaptation of conservative Protestant religious congregations to the cultural model of 
individualism in American society. As he observes, the relatively high level of marital instability among 
conservative Protestants is "not because religion tells them that divorce is good but because it tells 
them that self-development is good and that if they divorce, they will be forgiven and cared for" (p. 
134). 
  More generally, Cherlin (2009) comments on the pattern of numerous transitions into and out 
of cohabiting and marital unions in the U.S., especially in middle and lower SES groups. Little is known 
about how religious factors are influencing the formation and dissolution of all these unions, including 
"fragile families" where unmarried parents raise their children together, but research in this direction 
has begun (Wilcox and Wolfinger 2006; Wolfinger and Wilcox 2008). 
    10
The Role of Religion in the Second Demographic Transition 
  The high level of fertility in the U.S., compared to that in other industrialized countries, has 
been attributed in part to institutional adaptability: flexible labor markets that facilitate women's ability to 
combine motherhood and employment, and a vibrant religious marketplace which encourages the high 
levels of religious participation that are conducive to high fertility (Adsera 2004; Frejka and Westoff 
2008; Preston and Hartnett 2009). Yet ethnic factors also play a major role in maintaining high fertility, 
and, as Lesthaeghe and Neidert (2006) observe (p. 694), "the United States is a textbook example of 
the second demographic transition where immigration and higher immigrant fertility compensate for 
subreplacement fertility of much of the native population."  
  Regarding other dimensions of the second demographic transition in the U.S., the divergent 
trajectories of higher and lower SES groups have been a source of concern. The former is increasingly 
witnessing patterns of delayed marriage and childbearing, high levels of female employment, fathers 
who are involved with child care, and high levels of marital stability. In contrast, the salient patterns in 
the latter are a retreat from marriage, increased out-of-wedlock childbearing, and highly unstable 
unions-- all of which are associated with decreased resources for children (McLanahan 2004). Behind 
these divergent trends are major cultural and socio-economic transformations, including changes in 
the bargaining power of women and men brought about by the contraceptive revolution, and forces 
including globalization and technological change that have increased income inequality (Akerlof et al. 
1996; McLanahan 2004; Lemieux 2008). 
  As is clear from the discussion in this chapter, religion influences all of the economic and 
demographic behaviors outlined above. The lower SES group disproportionately includes white 
individuals affiliated with conservative Protestant denominations, and African-Americans and Hispanics 
of all religious affiliations. The small body of existing research on racial/ ethnic minorities shows that 
both the determinants of participation in religious activities and the effects of religion on economic and   11
demographic/ health behaviors follow patterns that often differ in major ways from those that have 
been established for non-Hispanic whites (Ellison and Sherkat 1995; Glass and Nath 2006; Ellison et 
al. 2007; Cherlin 2009). The common practice in the field of analyzing pooled data with simple controls 
for race/ ethnicity should thus be avoided in the future. Further analyses of micro-level data focusing 
on these under-studied groups of the population will be critical in helping us understand the role that 
religious factors are playing as various dimensions of the second demographic transition, along with 
elements of "American exceptionalism" (Lesthaege and Neidert 2006), continue to unfold in the U.S. 
 
ENDNOTES 
1   These relationships have not yet been examined empirically.  As discussed later in the text, earlier 
research has generally not allowed for non-linearities in the effects of religious participation (Lehrer 
2005). 
2    At the macro level these relationships are even clearer. Conservative religious values taken to an 
extreme in the U.S. have led to public health expenditures on ineffective abstinence only programs in 
high schools (Fortenberry 2005; Trenhom et al. 2007).   12
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